ild-land fires, natural-cover fires,
brushfires, grassfires—they all mean
the samething: along, hard day’ swork

for firefighters. Whether you are a seasoned veteran
or arearookie, thesefires bring out the best and
worstinfirefighting.

Sincethesefiresare unpredictable and difficult
to manage, it isoften best to let them burn them-
selvesout with the help of firebreaks, firelinesand
backfires. Rough terrain, heavy underbrush, lack of
roadsfor motorized equipment, and other hazardous
conditions (for instance, unexploded ordnance) make
fighting thesefiresan arduous and dangeroustask.
Usually, with alarge-scale brushfire, thereisn’t
enough manpower or equi pment to make an aggres-
siveattack. That iswhy training and planning are so
important.

According to the National Interagency Fire
Center in Boise, |daho, over thelast 10 years, there
weremorethan 1.63 million wild-landfiresinthe
U.S. Thesefiresdestroyed morethan 36.47 million
acresof land.

Inthelast 15years, 1,375 wild-land fireshave
destroyed amost $8.4 millionworth of property
bel onging to the Department of Defense. If those
fireshadn’t been extinguished and had destroyed all
thethreatened property, the pricetag would have
been morethan $339 million. Thesefiresinjured 165
people, including 85firefighters.

Who could forget last summer’swild-land fires?
One of themost notoriouswasthe May firein New
Mexico. Originaly anintentionally set fire, it got out
of control and burned 47,650 acres, destroyed 235
structures, and damaged the LosAlamos National
Laboratory. Eventhough the Nationa Interagency
Fire Center hasn't finished figuring the number and
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costsof thesefires, the damage was extensive.
However, they do havethefiguresfor 1999. That
year, therewere 93,702 wild-land firesinthe U.S,,
which destroyed 5.6 million acres of land and more
than $99.1 million worth of property, both publicand
private. Oneof thosefireswasin California. It
burned for almost three months, destroyed 86,700
acres, and caused the evacuation of hundreds of
people.

Land and property aren’t the only thingsde-
stroyed by thesefires. Untold numbersof animals
arekilled each year, and people have died. One of
the most devastating firesin termsof loss of lifewas
afirethat burnedin Wisconsin and Michiganin
October 1871. Morethan 1,500 peoplediedinthis
fire

If your base has areas that may be subject to
wild-land fires, be sureyou have aplan of attack.
Don't takefor granted that agrassor brushfireis
easy to extinguish. Follow thisfour-step process
whenfightingwild-landfires:

First, with such ahigh percentage of wild-land
fires caused by human carel essness, fire prevention
isyour first priority. Educate people on the devastat-
ing effects of thesefires: the death of wild and
domestic animal's, destroyed homesand buildings,
and eroded soil. It takesyearsfor aforest or brush
land torebuilditself. Schoolsand community pro-
gramsaregood placesto begin prevention cam-
paigns. Children easily relateto theplight of animals
caught in afire, and they can encourage parentsto
try to prevent forest fires.

Second, suppressfiresby making firebreaks,
clearing roads, and | ocating water suppliesbefore
thereisafire. If you havelarge areas of woodland,
cut firelinesto separate these areasinto smaller
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sections. Be sure roads are wide enough for your
equipment. Cut overhanging vegetation that could
damagethetop of your equipment. Make sureyou
haverakes, shovelsand backpacks. Usually, light-
weight forestry hoseswith small nozzlesare best for
brushfires.

Fire detection isthethird important step. Most
military installationsdon’ t have watchtowersto
locate possiblefire spots. But you can make periodic
firepatrols. Drivethrough your wild-land areasor
placeswhere children play. These areas sometimes
are hideoutswhere children play with matchesor
experiment with smoking. If you spot afire, don’t
assumeit will go out by itself—no matter how small
~ itis.Asmolderinglogisjust waiting for agust of
wind and afew dried leavestoigniteinto afull-
blown brushfire.

Finally, whenfighting awild-land fire, you must
separate thefirefromitsfuel supply. It'snot enough
‘tojust put out thefire. Usually, thefireareaistoo

largefor dbompl eteoverhaul, and thep&ssbl lity of

hidden embersand smol dering vegetationisvery
likely. If you don’t already havefirebreaks, clear the
brush and scrape down to the soil around thefire
area. Make surethefirebreak iswide enough so
falling brush or treeswon’t crossthe cleared areas.
If natural fire barriersare available, such asroadsor
waterways, allow thefireto burnto thebarriers.
Then stand by to make sureit doesn’t jump theline.
Beforeleaving the area, make surethefireis
completely out.
Thereisawiderangeof publicationsonwild-
land and natural-cover firefighting. Check out the
NFPA handbook, | FSTA Ground Cover
Firefighting Practices, and NFPA 295 Sandard F
for Wiidfire Control. You also can get information -
fromtheU.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land
Management, National Park Service, U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, U.S. Department of Interior, ‘l
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA),
National Wildlife Coordinating Group, andthe
adian Forestry Service.g

7 .
‘A firefighter uses a pﬁopane torchto

create a flrebreak in front of a wild-land
fire. By burning brush betweer
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